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daily hours of those under thirteen were limited to 8 ; while
" young persons " under eighteen were not to work more than
13^. A particularly important and novel feature about the Act
was that it provided for inspectors to be appointed by the Home
Office to see that these restrictions were duly carried out. This
wTas the beginning of " bureaucracy "—the administration of the
law by paid officials instead of by local magistrates. The Act
once passed, the masters found that it did not ruin them after
all, for it imposed the same restrictions on all alike.
§ 283. the new poor law.—Another of the most urgent
problems of the day was the relief of the poor. By the Poor Law
which had been in force ever since the days of Elizabeth (§ 115),
a rate was levied on the landholders in each district for this
purpose, and the funds were administered by locally-elected
" Guardians." But improvements in agriculture and machine-
production, together with the rapid increase in the population,
had brought wages so low that the old system had long since
proved inadequate. When, towards the end of the eighteenth
century, agricultural wages fell to about six shillings a week,
with bread at famine prices, tens of thousands of working-class
families were brought to the verge of starvation—or beyond it.
The governing class were frightened lest this state of things
should lead to an outbreak of " Jacobinism." A meeting of
Berkshire magistrates at Speenhamland, near Newbury, de-
cided to adopt a sliding scale of relief which would make the
labourer's wages up to a subsistence level—the actual amount
varying with the size of his family and the price of corn. Other
districts followed this example, and the Speenhamland System
soon spread all over the country. It relieved the situation for
the moment, but it led to three deplorable consequences, (i)
Employers had no longer any motive for paying a living wage—
they could get their labour below cost price at the expense of
the ratepayers. (2) Working-men lost all self-respect, for their
wages fell so low that they could not be independent of " parish
relief " however industrious and thrifty they were. They came

